the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, says that the report is unfair. "This administration does indeed look at the facts and reviews the best available science to make decisions based on what is best for the American people," Harrington says. "We rely on people we elect not to use their power in ways that inappropriately distort knowledge," says Sheila Jasanoff, author of The Fifth Branch: Science Advisers as Policymakers (Harvard Univ. Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1990) and a historian at Harvard University's Kennedy School of Government. "The strongest critique of the Bush administration is that this idea of delegation is being violated."
Critics say that the Bush administration's cavalier treatment of science has emboldened others to try to influence the scientific process. Last month, for example, Congress narrowly defeated a proposal by a Republican representative that would have blocked the NIH from funding five grants dealing with aspects of HIV,sexual health and behaviour, and wild animal populations. "The news interference is now down to the grant level, and that should really be a cause of concern to the scientific community," says Gregg Gonsalves of New-York-based Gay Men's Health Crisis.
Scientists who have spoken out welcomed the report. They claim that the Bush administration's attempts to influence science put it in danger of becoming irrelevant on major issues related to science.
"After a while,people just won't believe the administration because, again and again, the policies are flying in the face of the facts," says Phil Coyle, assistant defence secretary until 2001, and now a consultant at the Washington-based Center for Defense Information. s ± www.politicsandscience.org Bush accused of power abuse over science Rex Dalton, Portland An agenda for marine-mammal research is being developed in the United States to try to save a range of often-elusive species from possible extinction.
More than 50 experts from around the world met in Portland, Oregon, on 4-7 August to consider priorities for research on dwindling populations of mammals such as whales, porpoises, sea lions, seals, otters, manatees and polar bears.
The US Marine Mammal Commission sponsored the meeting and will make recommendations later to Congress, which is considering changes to the Marine Mammal Protection Act. The US Navy and some commercial interests want to reduce protection, whereas marine biologists want to strengthen it.
Speakers at the Portland meeting backed development of a comprehensive monitoring and systematic sampling network to identify health issues and aid remedial plans. The creation of reservations in US waters - Jay Barlow, a marine biologist at the Southwest Fisheries Science Center in La Jolla, told the meeting it was so difficult to chart marine-mammal populations that 90% of a species could be lost before researchers realized it was in crisis.
Daniel Goodman, a zoological statistician at Montana State University in Bozeman, said that tracking needed new funding, not money from existing programmes.
There was little confidence that the Bush administration or the Republican-controlled Congress would provide the money. But scientists are optimistic that new research initiatives could be created.
On 19 August, a congressional subcommittee will hold a hearing in San Diego, where populations of seals and sea lions are so thriving that some residents and fishers are expected to call for a cull.
